The time seems to us to have now arrived when a careful and conscientious examination of the truth and merits of phrenology has become imperative on every intelligent member of the profession, and when its claims to attention can no longer be safely neglected, even by those who are more concerned about their personal reputation than about the advancement of science and the improvement of mankind. If phrenology be true, its importance to medicine and to philosophy can scarcely be overrated, and no one can be more usefully employed than in advocating its cause; whereas, if it be false, and the observations on which it professes to rest be really incorrect, a great service would be rendered to medicine by at once demonstrating their hollowness, and directing the able and zealous exertions of its misled followers into a [Jan. safer and more profitable channel. Acting on this conviction, we have ourselves lately bestowed much attention on the subject; and we feel that no apology can be required for now laying the results before our readers.
In contemplating the past history of phrenology, the difference of tone and manner in which it is now spoken of cannot fail to be remarked.
Five and twenty years ago, when the late Dr. Gordon made his unprovoked and ungenerous attack in the Edinburgh Review on " the man of skulls," whom he imagined to have been slain in the same Review twelve years before by the abler hand of the late Dr. Thomas Brown,? the public, then profoundly ignorant of the merits of the question, went so heartily along with him in the torrent of invective, abuse, and ridicule, in which he so inconsiderately indulged, that for years after, the subject was never alluded to without a smile of contempt or a laugh of derision, and the gentlest fate which was assigned for it was that of speedy and eternal oblivion.
How different the state of things is now, few even of its most inveterate opponents require to be told. For years phrenology has ceased to be the subject of drawing-room gossip, or the favorite topic of the ridicule of the shallow. In mixed society it is as little heard of as any other branch of physiological or scientific enquiry, which the rules of good breeding naturally warn us to reserve for a more fitting occasion ; and from this circumstance many imagine that it has wholly disappeared. But In investigating the claims of phrenology, in short, it ought never to be forgotten, by either friend or foe, that the first and grand object ought to be to ascertain its truth; and that till this be done, it is needless to confuse the question by discussions referring solely to the difficulties of applying it to individual cases. The greater the facilities afforded for the verification of evidence, the sooner and more easily will phrenologists succeed in obviating all the difficulties of mere application;
and if the balance of evidence shall turn out hostile, the matter will be at an end at once, and further discussion on any part of the question will become altogether superfluous and unnecessary.
How, then, are the alleged facts of the phrenologists to be most easily verified or disproved ? As neither argument nor ridicule can set them aside, our only remaining, and by far the shortest, way is at once carefully to examine nature, and see whether our observations harmonize with or contradict those of the phrenologists. If heads, corresponding to the differences really existing in their minds. But it will also necessarily follow, that the difficulty of observing and appreciating these minuter shades of cerebral differences must, to an inexperienced person, be equally great, as it would be for a stranger to discover, at a first interview, the slighter shades of character by which each is distinguished from his neighbour.
Influenced by the difficulties of accurate observation amidst a general uniformity of this description, the phrenologists wisely advise beginners not to trouble themselves at first by looking for proofs among individuals known only for average mental endowments, and in whom, consequently, all parts of the brain may be nearly equally developed. After they have acquired experience in observation, they may obtain additional light by this means; but in testing the truth of the phrenological concomitance, it is far more satisfactory to begin with well marked cases, in which one or several of the mental faculties are very strong or very de- ficient, and in which, consequently, if phrenology be true, we may expect to find the corresponding parts of the brain equally remarkable for size or deficiency, and therefore easy of observation. For the same reason, they advise that the larger organs of the propensities [Jan.
tuted mind, these three regions, and the corresponding groups of faculties, are in due proportion to each other; but wherever the character is marked by the predominance of the lower passions and by feebleness of intellect and moral emotion, as in most criminals, the posterior and basilar regions will be found in excess, and the coronal and anterior portions narrow and defective, or the " forehead villanous low."
Where, on the contrary, as in Melancthon, the moral sentiments and intellect form the prominent features of the mind, and the passions are weak, the anterior and coronal regions will rise high and arched over a comparatively small base and posterior region.
Here, then, is a good field for a beginner. Phrenology.
[Jan. We have said nothing about the objections against phrenology, founded on its alleged tendency to materialism, fatalism, irreligion, &c. &c.; because discussions about consequences are utterly superfluous till the truth be ascertained.
If phrenology is a truth, it is impossible that its use can lead to anything bad. If it is true, God is its author, and something more than assertion is needed, to prove that He has connected any one truth with consequences necessarily hurtful to his creatures. If it is false, its consequences may and must be bad ; but then the way to get rid of them is to prove it false, in which case, the consequences will fall along with it into one common grave, and give trouble to no one. We may add, however, that to our minds it seems to leave materialism and fatalism precisely where it found them, and to plant religion on the imperishable basis of adaptation to the constitution which God has given to the mind of man.
